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Abstract
The Bulgarian community is one of the biggest migrants community settled in Castile and Leon (Spain). They have 
reached a high level of integration in the local terrain. Such integration strongly affects the migrants’ way of live, 
especially concerning to their conception of the roles of gender. The way in which male and female roles are 
understood by the community have a strong effect in terms of social position and social power. Therefore it is 
interesting to analyze the gender social construction in Bulgaria and how it has changed within the integration 
process, thanks to the migrants’ associations considered as the arena of the gender role negotiation. 
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1. Gender gap and gender conceptions in Bulgaria
After the collapse of the Soviet Union in 1990, Bulgaria entered a new age of democracy characterized by 
several changes in its society. However, the rapid changes occurred at the political stage were not so fast assumed 
by the local mentality(NIKOLIC-RISTANOVIC, 2002). This difference in the adoption of new ways of 
understanding the social world is especially evident concerning the gender ideals.
Even though the Socialism proclaimed theoretical gender equality, a big gender gap could be observed in the 
Bulgarian society. Women’s enrollment to the labor market during this period maintained the gender gap since they 
were employed at lower positions than men(U.N., 2008). At the same time, they remained responsible for the home 
keeping and the care of the children and family. Those facts were linked with the social gender conceptions, 
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referring to an ideal women related with motherhood, beauty, and the domestic sphere.
The arrival of democracy was not as good as expected at this point. The economical crisis that suffered Bulgaria 
brought a lot of shortcuts at the social services provided by the state. Hence, people had to pay for schools and 
healthcare. Separate women found themselves in trouble, being unable to provide their children the basic 
commodities. The ideals of the female remained at the same stage as in the period before. That made hard for them 
to improve their position and overcome the gender gap in the society.
This inequality at the economical ant social level has a reflection in terms of gender based violence. Special 
studies on the field(ELLINGEN, 2008) stated that one of each four women had suffered some kind of domestic 
violence in their life. However, public opinion still remains unclear about this relevant topic, underestimating this 
problem. This lack of social recognition is not but the saddest and strongest consequence of the gender inequality 
under a patriarchal social system.
Some light had been shed over this situation in the last decade. The will to enter in the European Union made 
Bulgaria to make some relevant decision concerning the social system. On the one hand, the different governments 
implemented new legislation to improve the social equality. The creation of an Ombudsman and the gender equality 
politics are one of the most remarkable social laws enacted to fulfill the European requirements(ILIEVA, 2005),
reaching the membership in 2009.
On the other hand, the creation of some women associations was a relevant fact to promote the gender equality at 
the local stage. The fight of the feminist against the gender based violence and the gender gap, helped a lot to 
redefine the gender roles within the Bulgarian society. They made visible this strong social problem, as well as they 
provided the women with social networks to empower them within the country. 
All those efforts have proved successful, and had a big influence over the social system. However, the old 
traditional gender role conceptions are still alive. The many achievements reached at the political stage are breaking 
down the patriarchal model. Hence we can consider Bulgaria as a society in transition towards the gender equality, 
but still in a men-centered model of organization.
2. Gender and migration
The so called feminization of migration implies that nowadays migration enhances a balanced number of men 
and women, or even that in some cases women exceed the number of men in some migration systems(MORRISON, 
2008; OSO CASAS, 2010). This global trend to the feminization of migration impacts over the gender conception 
and equality. The presence of women in the migrations flows has changed. At the beginning, most of them appeared 
as a result of family reunification politics. However, in the last decades the active role of women in the cause of the 
migration system has been outlined(ZLOTNIK, 1995). Many times they have been found as pioneers themselves, 
starting the migration chain. At the same time, their participation at the local labor market makes their contribution 
to the domestic economy crucial to sustain the status of the family. 
In this study case, the Bulgarian Migrant community settled in Castile and León shows a balanced proportion 
between men and women. Women migrating first and becoming pioneers in the migration system is not a rare 
exception according to the fieldwork. Many times the migration chain started when a woman came to this place 
looking for a job, usually at the domestic sector. After some time, her family arrived as well taking advantage of the 
first efforts made by the woman, in order to find a job and to start the integration process at the local stage.
Bulgarian group is not a homogeneous group of migrants. Many differences regarding personal skills and level 
of education are to be found according the internal differences of the Bulgarian society. However, Bulgarian are 
usually regarded as cultivated people, and considered as skilled and good workers in the local imaginary. Migrant 
workers are in place in a low position within the new society. In the case of the Bulgarians who migrated to Spain 
since the beginning of the XXst century, most of them are hired as non qualified workers, in spite of the fact that 
many of them have a degree. 
The same principle rules for Bulgarian women who reflect as well the Bulgarian internal differences. In the past, 
some careers were considered as female careers in Bulgaria. That makes that most of the educated women have a 
degree in Arts, History, Children Education or related fields. However, this qualification doesn’t mean a better 
position in the labor market. As Slavkova pointed out(SLAVKOVA, 2012), most of the educated and skilled 
Bulgarian women in this area work at unskilled employments, traditionally considered as women jobs such as clean 
ladies or taking care of children and elders. 
Spanish society can be considered as well a patriarchal society. Even though the Spanish legislation about gender 
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equality and gender based violence is older than the Bulgarian one, equal society from a gender point of view is still 
a challenge for this country. It is true that many steps have been made in order to empower the women in the 
national context, but there many differences still observable which lead to think into a patriarchal unequal model.
The gender gap regarding the salaries has reveals deeper after the economic crisis, and a big difference in terms 
of unemployment’s rates are as well reported by the governmental agency. The old female ideal about beauty, 
family and housekeeping is still alive, in spite of the many efforts done by gender activist in the last here decades.
This local gender conception turns relevant for the purpose of this paper because it helps us to show where the 
female migration is located at the local stage. They are suffering a double process of underestimation by the local 
population Since they are migrants and women. At the same time, they suffer this underestimation within the 
migrant society as well because, as foretold, Bulgarian gender conception is quite conservative and patriarchal. That 
put them in a lower situation not only from an economic point of view, but also from a social one. They are 
employed at the domestic services sector which most of the times means the informal economy. That makes them 
invisible to the society, putting them in a position of vulnerability.
Most of the female pioneers interviewed during my fieldwork refer to the domestic services as their firs 
employment in the area. Although, they were usually underpaid, and many times worked at the informal sector, they 
maintained their jobs until they had money enough to rent a flat and bring their families from Bulgaria. Usually they 
provided their husbands with relevant contacts to find a job. The case of the Bulgarian women who migrated after 
their husband was not very different. As their husbands were who act as pioneers in their families, they provided the 
wives and daughters not only with a place to live, but also with contacts to start working here. These women usually 
worked as cleaning ladies at the house of their husbands’ boss, or cleaning at their workplace. The informal sector 
was as well a well-known situation for these women.
The employment at the domestic sector improved its conditions after the Domestic Service law promulgated in 
2011. It regulated quotes, salaries, and work conditions, providing the women with similar basic rights that people 
have in the rest of the labor market. It improved the situation of the Bulgarian migrant women who started to have 
some basic legal support to the job they had been doing for many years. When the crisis started, many of their 
husbands lost their jobs and many of the families interviewed during my fieldwork turned women supported thanks 
to this improved situation of the women work conditions. On the one hand, they still remain at this domestic sector, 
which obviously means a lower social conception of their abilities. On the other hand, in this crisis situation, the 
regarded as lower employments conditions turn the only way to earn money, and they became the economic support 
of their families in these difficult times. 
However, in spite of these relevant improvements in the work legal frame, most of the times they still continue 
working at the informal sector, unable to enjoy such advantages. Their dedication to the domestic sector put them in 
place of vulnerability, depending on the goodness of their employer to be able to enjoy their rights.
This work situation, besides the symbolic conception of the women within the Bulgarian community, places the 
female women in a potential position of social risk. At the beginning of the XXIst Century, NGO’s working for 
migrants at the local stage focused their energies in two main challenges: the learning of Spanish, and to acquire 
specific task in order to find a job. Usually, men were directed to jobs related with the construction sector. On the 
contrary, women were directed to the domestic sector. The training courses offered by the NGOs focused on the 
domestic service. Hence, it perpetuates the gender role conception, reinforcing the gender symbolic difference 
between men and women in the migration process. 
Those NGOs were quite conscious of the vulnerability position of the female women. For this reason, they 
arrange specific programs directed to women in order to empower them in the community, usually working together 
with the Governmental Agencies. They were one of the most relevant social actors claiming for the Domestic Work
Law which provide women at the domestic service with the basic work rights. 
The described situation along the migration process places the women in a lower position than the men, 
regarding the economic sphere. Even though, it is not a reached static situation, but a dynamic position which 
change according the social changes. Economic crisis suffered in the last years made some women the economic 
support of their families meanwhile the men are unemployed. This highlights the inherent complication of a gender 
position analysis in a migration process, and the necessity to take into account many different social factors.
3. Migrants’ Associations and Gender Role Negotiation
Bulgarian community in Castile and Leon is the second biggest group of migrants based in this area. In the first 
years after their arrival to the area, they turn to local NGOs for assistance in their new social community. Around 
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2005 the first Bulgarian Associations started to appear in this region. These associations are quite relevant for the 
daily life of the migrant group. On the one hand, they provide the migrant with a social network at the local stage. 
On the other hand, they maintain the former traditions alive in the migration context. For this reason, it is possible to 
consider them between the two realities: Bulgaria and Spain. This medium position turns quite relevant in terms of 
gender analysis. 
For analytical purposes, I will consider here the notion of ethics developed by McIntyre(Mc. INTYRE, 2007).
His analysis about the emergence of the moral sense links the notion of virtue with the formation of the personality
within the social community. Ethics is related with the social network where the individual interacts, and not an 
abstract and universal rule. Making ethics a question of praxis was a way to make it dependent on the social context. 
Following this theoretical direction, I consider that the notion of what is right and what is wrong is related with the 
communal notion shared by the community. In the case of the gender, the different roles conceptions, from a 
pragmatic point of view, are as well a social product and not a mere theoretical individual approach. The migrants’ 
associations are the community where the traditional gender role conception from the former country, and the 
traditional role conceptions at the new stage interact, emerging the new migrants’ gender notions.
Bulgarian Associations are an important social network for the migrants’ daily life. Their challenge is to provide 
the Bulgarian community with the required help not only for their integration process, but also to maintain their fore 
culture and traditions. They provide people with help to fulfill the required bureaucratic affairs, mediation with the 
institutions and relevant information. At the same time, they develop several activities to maintain the traditions and 
language from Bulgaria in the new local context. For this reason, they turn quite relevant for the migrants, as far as 
they act as a network where people can develop relationships which turn important in terms of social 
capital(ADLER, 2002; BOURDIEU, 1989; DE HAAS, 2010; PUTNAM, 1993) to find a job, find a house, or solve 
regular situations derived from the migration process. 
Associations turn especially relevant in terms of gender social power. Bulgarian Migrants’ Associations develop 
several activities related with culture and help. The two most relevant are the folk dance groups and the Sunday 
Schools. Dance groups, following the trend in Bulgaria, are composed by men and women. If it is true that women 
engaged in these groups more frequently, but men dancing in a professional way are not an exception. In fact, many 
of the most famous choreographers in Bulgaria and abroad are male. In this sense, there is not a big gender role 
difference to be outlined.
Regarding the Sunday School, things are very different. These schools are established with the support of the 
Bulgarian Government in order to maintain the use and knowledge of the language and culture of Bulgaria among 
the migrants’ second generation. They are a relevant place for the families who want to teach their children how to 
write Cyrillic, and the different festivities and ritual from their former country. As mentioned above, most of the 
educated female migrants have a degree on Bulgarian Language or Bulgarian history, which make them to be the 
teachers of their own community. As Slavkova(SLAVKOVA, 2012) outlined, most of the women appreciate a lot 
the possibility to teach language, history and culture at the Sunday School. Taking into account that they are 
employed at non qualified workplaces, this possibility to teach is regarded as a way of personal success within the 
community. They become a relevant person for their own group thanks to their own personal education.
This reveals a gender based conception about culture and school, which continues along the migration process. 
Considered closer to the cultural level than the men, women are in the position to arrange the different festivities and 
rituals for the community. It is itself a source of social power, as far as it provides them with a relevant position 
within the community, meanwhile they become the people who take part in the decision making processes. But the 
relevance for the gender role conception goes one step forward. Being those who make the relevant decision, they 
usually have the role of leadership in the Associations. Most of the Bulgarian Migrants’ Association in Castile and 
Leon are ruled by women. Hence, women become the visible head of the community.
Carrying on activities of leadership at such kind of association is a complex job which implies political and 
economic power. As leaders of the Bulgarian Association, they are the spokesperson for the local authorities. They 
usually have meetings with the city Institutions, but also with the Regional institutions. They know where to go to 
claim for resources in order to guarantee the right development of the different activities of their associations. At the 
same time, they have to work with the Bulgarian institutions such as the Embassy and its Culture Section to arrange 
the scholar courses, and to provide their schools with the financial and legal support of their governments. Managing 
the Sunday School involves a big budget which means a high responsibility degree expected from the leaders of the 
Association. 
That makes them to be considered reliable as well for other politics affairs such as the arrangement of the 
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different campaigns with the politicians when there are elections in Bulgaria, or the electoral process itself for the 
Bulgarian settled aboard. In my ongoing research, due to the next European Elections, the most relevant Bulgarian 
candidates have visited our region, meeting the different Associations. The picture of the leaders surrounded by 
these female leaders of the associations is not a rare exception. In this sense, the Associations provide the women 
with political, economic and social power, which transform their position in the community, impacting in the gender 
role conception and ideals due the empowerment of the women.
This transformation of the female role implies as well a consequent transformation of the male role conception. 
For this reason I consider quite relevant to understand the Associations as a social arena where the different roles 
conceptions are constantly discussed. They provide the community whit a place for meeting and information 
exchange. The most frequent image is to see the parents drinking coffee during the lessons at the Sunday school. 
These long coffees are communicative relevant moments where many daily live details are discussed. The 
discussion about the different gender roles and conception is not a rare exception. Most of the times, men and 
women have long discussions were the different gender role conceptions are place in the center of the conversation. 
For example, some women argue that they would rather like to share the domestic responsibility, as the “Spaniards 
do”. However, other women state that they prefer a “real men who can protect them, as the Bulgarian do”. 
On the other hand, a change in the female role conception implies automatically a change in the male role. Due 
to the economic crisis many men have lost their jobs, becoming their wives the economic support of the domestic 
unit. On these situations, men tend to get more involved in the domestic life, caring for the children, preparing meals 
etc. This is a relevant change concerning the gender conceptions, but it is not enough to reach the social equality for 
women and men. It could happen that these changes remained at the private level, being unable to promote the 
gender equality within the group.
The mentioned relevance of the Associations turns especially evident at this point. It is absolutely necessary that 
both, women and men, carry on a deliberative process of redefinition of the gender roles. As well as Habermas 
(HABERMAS, 1998) showed the relevance of spaces of discussion to guarantee the viability of democracy, gender 
roles need to be widely discussed within the community in order to become real alternatives to each individual who 
belong to the group. It is in the social arena of the association where the private solutions to the gender 
transformations acquire a factual and pragmatic dimension, shaping the new gender models for the whole 
community.
The dissension observed between men and women regarding gender conceptions due the social and economical 
transformation is a deliberative process of redefinition of the former cultural ideas and the ongoing conceptions. 
This reinforces the empowerment female process started in the pragmatic way of working of the association itself.
4. Concluding remarks
In this paper I have showed the relevance of the Migrants associations as the arena where the gender role conception 
are discussed and transformed. First of all, it is important to take into account the former gender ideas based on 
patriarchal model..
Speaking about a migrant group like the Bulgarian, we have to consider both, the Bulgarian and Spanish traditional 
gender conception in order to understand the process. The Spanish gender conception perpetuates the patriarchal 
vision of the migrant group due to the labor market offered to migrant women. That lead us to discover migrant 
women in a position of double vulnerability due to the traditional former conception of their country, and the 
traditional gender role displayed at the local level. That places them in lower and non qualified employments, most 
of the time in the informal sector.
Bulgarian Associations provide the women with the possibility to enlarge their social capital, acting as a source of 
politic, economic and social power. Thanks to their academic formation, Bulgarian women turn relevant to maintain 
the culture, language and traditions of their communities. That is the base of the leadership role played by them. 
This starts the process of women empowerment at the core of the migrant community. 
Such process leads to a transformation of the female and male conception within the community. The association 
appears as the arena where these transformations can be discussed in a practice way, reinforcing the empowerment 
process by shaping the new cultural gender definition. That can be understood as a deliberative process where the 
new gender conceptions with a pragmatic dimension for the community emerge. 
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